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"A disturbingly, stunning read which has a deceptively easy style that conceals a darkness in the characters that rings true. A warning to us all".

Samantha Fox. United States of America.
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"The authors’ innate ability to vividly portray the mindset of the people involved in the book is quite extraordinary.  I did not need to question the ending... it had to be that way... Now I am crying again.

A well worthwhile read".

Carol Hartshorne. United Kingdom
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"This is a vivid and moving account of events...very different to the first book "I Was, I Am, I Will Be" This novel takes you on a heartbreaking journey.”

Christopher Smith- United Kingdom.
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"I can't find the words to tell how much I've been touched by this story.  But the experience I just had with Pierre’s Story really re-introduced me to the great feeling of reading thrilling books.  I have been torn and filled with sunshine - chapters after chapters, lines after lines."

Jullian - France.
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“Pierre’s Story immerses us in the lives of father and son as they come to terms with their choices, their history and their secrets. A captivating novel full of charm, humour and great depth, this gripping work evokes every emotion as both a thrilling spy story and a tragic tale of love and loss.”

Erin S. – Canada

There is a very thin line between the truth and fiction, some of the events are true, and others have been added as fictional events. This is a work of fiction. In order to maintain their anonymity, in some instances the names of individuals and places may have changed, as well as certain events, and some identifying characteristics and details such as physical properties, occupations and places of residence.  The authors have tried to recreate events, locales and conversations from researched documents and people’s memories of them.
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CHAPTER ONE
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The crisp morning air from a late August cold snap, rustled the thin satin curtains, just enough for a glint of sun to poke through and illuminate the beauty of her glistening skin.  Soft and tanned, it stretched perfectly over her toned frame, and smelt like the lavender which grew wildly in the surrounding French countryside.  Sensing the slight breeze against her bare shoulder, Michelle snuggled even closer into the nape of my neck, her long dark hair tickling my chin, her warm breath teasing my senses. 

“I love you John Coventry.  I will love you forever.”  

I enveloped her words with my lips as she slithered her frame on top of mine, our bodies meshed together in an absence of time and space.  Her beating heart pulsed against my chest, igniting my blood in a firestorm, as it raced to my own heart, forging our love and making us one.  At that moment, nothing else mattered.  I was exactly where I was supposed to be, where I needed to be, where I wanted to be.  

Sitting on the nightstand, and cast in the shadow of the rising sun was a single bearded iris drooped lifelessly over the side of a tall glass vase, its brilliant royal blue petals distressed and aching for a drink.  A small crack originating from a chip in the rim of the vase threatened to snake its way to the base, thwarted only by a thick layer of dust and grime.  The room was past its prime.  Flakes of paint hung perilously from the yellowing walls and the old, hand fashioned doorframes were wrought with chinks and chips, holding memories of all those who had stumbled through on their way to somewhere else. 

I had no idea how long Michelle had lived at the farmhouse or if she even considered it her permanent address.  I had my doubts.  Besides some clothes shoved in a few of the drawers, and a scattering of toiletries perched on the chest, there were no discernable signs of any sort of permanence.  No pictures or memorabilia, not even a postcard from a long-lost cousin wishing her Merry Christmas.  It was as if she only existed in the here and now, which although unnerving, was fine by me, because in the now, she was in my arms and kissing my lips.  She was a ghost, moving through life with no footprints, except the ones she left on my heart.  

“How about we just stay right here,” I said stroking the side of her soft cheek with the backs of my fingers.  “Who would miss us?”

Michelle laughed then bolted upright, shattering the tender moment.  “Was that a car door?”

“I didn’t hear a thing,” I answered.

She jumped from the bed and ran to the window, throwing back the curtain, exposing her nakedness to the world below.  “He’s back!”

“Who’s back?”

“No time to talk!  Have you seen my shirt?”  She scrambled about the room, searching for the clothes we tore off last night. 

“Who’s back Michelle?”  I said throwing my legs off the side of the bed.

“No, no John, you stay here.  It’s just business.”  She put her hand to her mouth, blew me a kiss, and darted out the bedroom door, her feet pounding down the old wooden stairs.

I never knew what to expect from Michelle.  One minute she would be in my arms, the next she’d be off, caught up in her cause.  I never understood her reasoning, and she could never convince me that her politics were just.  Her dedication was frightening; obsessive to the point where I knew I mattered, but was definitely not her first priority.  The pain of that realization stung deep, like an open wound never quite able to heal.  Our lives could be so much more, if only she’d open her eyes and see the possibilities.  I wanted more, she wanted what we had, and there was no compromise, no moving forward.  As much as I hated the situation, I would make the sacrifice.  Snippets of time with Michelle were my salvation, and in the craziness of my world, I needed all the salvation I could find.

The animated voices resonating through the rafters piqued my curiosity about the farmhouse visitor.  Tossing on my jeans and blue button down shirt, I carefully creaked open the bedroom door for a listen.  Michelle and her ‘business friends’ were guarded in their conversation when I was around, so I figured a little prudent eavesdropping wouldn’t hurt.  I didn’t recognize the new man’s voice but that didn’t really mean much.  He could have been one of the machine gun-toting thugs that hung around the farmhouse.  They seemed to come and go in shifts, arriving early in the mornings before dawn, staying for a few days, and then leaving again at night, presumably under the cover of darkness.  Michelle had no idea I knew about the storage shed discreetly tucked amongst the green and red bushes, or how I’d witnessed the men loading and unloading crates of weapons and explosives.  How she could be a part of the extremist violence the terrorists perpetrated was beyond me.

From what I could gather, the man was relaying information about a bombing that was going to occur.  Or had it already occurred?  Large casualties?  Damn it!  Why hadn’t I paid more attention to my French lessons back in school?  Guns...street...government?  An attack with guns on the street against the government?  Explosion...bodies?  Their voices were racing as fast as my heart.  

“Yes!  Yes!  Jean-Luc!  Finally!  They will take notice of us now!”  

The smug tone of Michelle’s voice made my insides turn and want to scatter.  I desperately needed some air.  The minute my foot touched the top stair, the room below went silent.

“John?  Are you all right?” said Michelle.

“I’m fine.”  

“John?”

“Just let me be Michelle.”  

Normally, the sight of seven stern men, much larger and weightier than me, with loaded machine guns strung over their shoulders, and pistols tucked into the waist of their pants was unnerving, but today I didn’t care.  The sooner I got out of that small, stuffy farmhouse and into the fresh countryside air, the better.  The room reeked of stale blood and indifference - a sickening combination.  

“John!  Wait!  What’s wrong?”

“Nothing Michelle, nothing.  I’m going for a walk while you finish up your very important business conversation.”

The morning dew still lingered on the tallish grass, flicking drops of moisture over my sandals and onto my bare toes with every step.  I didn’t know if Michelle would follow me, and now that I was away from the farmhouse, I wondered if running out of there was the right thing to do.  What if Michelle’s friends saw me as a liability?  The bullets in their steel guns couldn’t discern my heart from the next, just as the steely ice in their souls couldn’t discern right from wrong.  I trudged along the well-worn path that veered off from the farmhouse, through a field of beautiful and bright wildflowers, to the edge of the forest.  The tall trees formed a perfect canopy of branch-laden shadows skirting across the damp, mossy forest floor, intertwining through the vines and short brush.  Walking in the woodlands gave me an instant sense of peace and reminded me of walking through the luscious gardens back home at ‘Townfield’, the family estate in England.  Simpler times seemed so long ago.

“John.”

My heart jumped.  “Michelle, I’m sorry...I didn’t even hear you behind me.”

“I can be like the shadows when I want to,” she smiled, teasing me with her sea-green eyes, knowing I didn’t have the capacity to resist.  “Why did you leave so quickly before?”

“You don’t know?”  I said.  I walked a little further down the path, perhaps looking for a fight.

“Of course I don’t know!  Why are you acting this way?”

“What way Michelle?”  I turned and confronted her confused face.  “Do you think I’m that naïve?  That I don’t know what you and your business friends were talking about?”

A soft smile broke from the corner of her lips.  “John you know that has nothing to do with you and me.  Why do you let it bother you so much?”  

The tightness of her jeans revealed every inch of her swaying hips as she glided towards me, her movements smooth and sultry.  I was frozen, my mind pleading for me to keep walking, my heart enthralled by her magnetism.  

“My dear virgin boy.  Perhaps you are not so virgin anymore non?”  I hated when she used that irritating nickname for me.  She thought I was so naïve about her terrorist world.  She was wrong.  She placed her hands gently against my chest, and I could feel her energy radiate throughout my body, healing my anger, and softening my stance.

“This is what I wanted to protect you from John.”

“From your life?  You’re trying to protect me from your life?  Because this is who you are...the guns, the explosions...the killing.  This is you.  And there’s nothing I can do to change that...and as much as I want to walk away and as much as my brain is telling me to walk away, I can’t...because I love you.  So now I’m stuck.  Worrying about you when we’re not together, worrying about you when we are together.  Trying to comprehend what you and the Action Directe are doing...I don’t understand it.  Bombing and killing?  For what?  These are innocent people Michelle?”

“No one is innocent John.  We do what we do because we have to.”

“It’s terrorism Michelle!”

She gripped her hands into my shirt and pulled me close, her breath hot on my neck.  “Is it terrorism when I do this?”  Her tongue licked the corner of my ear as her lips found a home beneath my hairline. 

“That’s not fair,” I groaned.  “You know what I mean.”

She ignored me and continued her conquest of my neck, deftly opening the buttons on my shirt and sliding her hand underneath to caress the hotness of my skin.  I couldn’t hold out much longer.  As much as this woman maddened me with her politics and beliefs, I loved her, and wanted to spend the rest of my life with her.  

“Let’s just leave all this Michelle, and go away.  Somewhere where no one will find us and bother us.  Let the Action Directe fight the cause without you!  Please Michelle!”

“You know I cannot do that John.  My heart cannot leave the Action Directe as much as my heart cannot leave you!”  I wanted to ask her to choose but I feared I already knew the answer - the cause would always be more important.  “Let’s just enjoy the time we have together John.  Who knows where life will take us?  Maybe it will all work out and maybe we will grow old together...I don’t have all the answers...I just know that I love you, more than I have ever loved any man.”

I didn’t doubt her love but she was lying about the happily ever after.  I just didn’t see it, and I know she didn’t believe it.

“I love you too Michelle, and no matter what happens or where life leads, I will always love you.  Remember that.”

“We will always have each other John.  I will always be right here.”  She opened my shirt wide and lightly placed her lips on my heart.  “Wherever, whenever...I will be right here.”  

“Oww!” I laughed as she pinched my nipple in her teeth.

Her eyes danced with mischief.  “You didn’t think I was going to stay all sappy on you did you?”

“Of course not!”  I pulled her close and found her lips eagerly awaiting mine.  “You drive me crazy woman.”

“I’d rather I drove you mad!”

We kissed wildly, like two teenagers exploring their love for the first time, hands grasping, reaching, wanting to feel as much of each other as possible; laughing hysterically as we tripped over a knotted vine and fell backward into a pile of brush.  In that moment, life was perfect.  A crackle of gunfire broke the peacefulness.  

“God damn them for target shooting at the birds again!” said Michelle easing away from our embrace and turning up the path.  “They can be so stupid!”  A wicked explosion of glass resonated over the treetops, followed by shouts and the peppering of machine gun fire.  “That’s not target practice!”

She was gone through the woods before I even had a chance to comprehend what was happening.  

“Michelle!  Michelle!  Stop!”  

The veins in my neck were poised to pop.  She wasn’t listening and just kept running - running straight into the fire.  I chased after her, throwing off my sandals, the harsh forest floor assaulting the bottoms of my feet.  I had to reach her.  I had to save her from them.  Save her from herself.  As I tore into the open field, my heart stopped.  Swarms of hooded men with machine guns blazing swooped through the entire area, shooting anything and everything that moved.  I couldn’t tell if they were police, Special Forces, or some other terrorist faction intent on taking the Action Directe out of commission.  Flames leapt from the roof of the farmhouse as the terrorists returned fire from the smoke-filled windows, making one gallant last stand.  For a brief second I lost track of her, scanning my eyes through the horror, until I saw her standing in the middle of the path, an automatic pistol booming from her steady right hand.

“Oh my God!  Michelle! No!”  

I ran as fast as I could, bullets screaming past my ears.  I had to reach her.  I had to stop her.  I saw him coming.  A big brute of a man, flashing a menacing smile, like this was all just a game; his heavy black boots ripping the lush grass as he clunked towards her.  She didn’t see him.  Why couldn’t she see him?  He cocked the pistol, a semi-automatic Desert Eagle.  I reached out to grab her.  She took a step forward and my hand flailed at the air.  The crack of the gun.  Once.  Twice.  Silence.  She fell back into my outstretched arms, blood gushing from a gaping hole in her abdomen.  I cradled her weakening frame, pressing my body against hers, sending every ounce of my strength to rescue her fading pulse.

“Oh Michelle.  My God what have they done to you?”  Her hair, matted with sweat and blood, stuck to my fingers as I brushed it away from the corner of her mouth.

“Remember me John.”  

“No Michelle, no...everything is going to be fine.”  

The colour drained from her beautiful face, her dry lips barely able to form the words.  “Keep me with you always."  

With exaggerated effort, her bloodied hand reached blindly for my fingers, clutching them tightly, holding on for life and for love.  My mind raced through all the moments I’d held her in my arms before, so full of vigor, so full of passion.  

“Please don’t leave me Michelle!  Please hold on!  I can’t live without you!  My God!  My God!  My God!  No!”  

“I love you John.”  The words were painful to hear, her voice just a shadow, her soul seconds away from its final journey.

“I love you too babe.  Always.  Always you will be in my heart.”  

Her grip on my hand slowly loosened, one agonizing finger at a time, plummeting my heart to the pit of my stomach.  With a final heave of her chest and a slow ooze of blood from the side of her mouth, she was gone.  The woman I loved, the woman I adored, the woman I planned my entire life around, lay limp and lifeless in my arms, the pain of her final moments etched forever in her bloodstained tears.  My body yearned to scream out in anguish and anger but was paralyzed by the wisp of smoke drifting from the burning iron shaft pointed straight at my head.  

“So good to see you again laddie!” said the monstrous man pulling back his balaclava.  “I know you’ve missed me!”

My chest exploded with terror, pounding, pounding, pounding.  How did he find me?  That voice.  That fucking Irish brogue.  Pounding, pounding, pounding.  I couldn’t think.  I couldn’t breathe.  Pounding, pounding, pounding.

“Say yer prayers laddie.  Yer going to need them in hell!”  

“No Brian!  No!”  

I awoke with a start, jumping from the bed, clutching my chest, my clothes dripping with sweat.  Pain ripped through my temples like an out of control freight train; the empty bottle of Whisky tipped sideways on the night table, no longer my friend.  I needed a fucking cigarette.  Fumbling for my Dunhill’s, I managed to shove one in my mouth before dumping the pack on the floor, my hands trembling and unsure.  The only cure for my shakes was more liquor.  I called down to the bar and ordered up another bottle of whiskey.  With much difficulty, the flame from the lighter found the end of my cigarette, my deep inhale igniting the tip into orange embers.  Inhale, exhale, breathe.  Two cigarettes later, a knock on the door jarred my rhythmic trance.

I opened the door and the waiter entered, wheeling my much-needed bottle of whiskey and a tub of ice in on a trolley.  

“Let me pour you a glass Mr. Coventry.”

“That would be great, thank you,” I said running my fingers through my sweaty hair.  He took a fresh glass, popped in some ice cubes, and poured a few ounces.  

“Will that be all sir?” 

“Yes, thank you.”  I signed the bill and handed the young lad a twenty-dollar tip.

“Thank you!  You have a nice evening Mr. Coventry!  And welcome to Los Angeles!  The Beverly Hills Hotel is happy to have you!”  Without counting, he tucked the money inside his tailored uniform coat and strutted down the hall.

I closed the door behind him and collapsed onto the bed.  My senses were spinning from the alcohol, from the nightmare, from everything.  I tossed back the drink and poured another.  The image of Michelle dying in my arms was as vivid as my own scraggly face in the hotel mirror.  The sound of the shots, the blood, her words, they all echoed in the hollowness of my heart.  But Michelle had been dead for years, killed in France, while I was at home in England.  At least that’s what Rondell had told me, and really, I had no reason to think she would lie.  Sure, she was a terrorist like Michelle, but she was also her best friend, and I know she loved her immensely.  I had tried to put the whole thing behind me and move forward.  Coming to Los Angeles was going to be the next step in my recovery.  Then just before I left, the nightmares began.  At first, they were subtle.  I would see Michelle walking beside me, smiling and laughing, but there would be no sound, just an image, an image of us together, happy, the way we used to be.  When I reached out to touch her, she would disappear, and I would wake up, tears streaming down my face.  

Sometimes, I would see the face of a child, his dark curly hair, and brown eyes staring back at me in the shadows of the night.  When I reached out to touch him, he would run away, looking back with a cheeky grin, almost taunting me with his presence.  Other times, I would see him sitting alone in a room crying, clutching a small brown bear close to his chest.  My arms kept reaching out to hold him, and to comfort him, but I couldn’t break through the invisible barrier that kept us apart.  I knew I was envisioning Pierre, my son with Michelle, the son I never knew, and I thought I’d reconciled the idea of him living with Rondell in Germany, but I couldn’t shake the constant thoughts of loss.  

I don’t blame Rondell for taking him; after all, his mother had been killed by God knows who, and she had to get the hell out of there for somewhere safe.  Still, I struggled with the knowledge that I had a son out there, and he probably had no idea who I was or why I wasn’t with him.  I can’t say for sure how I felt about him, since I didn’t know him from any other child on the street, but there certainly were times I felt a true emptiness in my heart.  Maybe it was the longing for what could have been - with him, with Michelle, having a family of my own.  The child that appeared in my dreams only made me miss them even more.  Someday I would make amends.  I didn’t know how, and I didn’t know when, but someday I would make things right with my son.  

Tonight’s dream scared the shit out of me.  Holding Michelle in my arms never felt so real, and she never seemed more alive.  And then she was gone.  I heard the shots.  I felt her pain.  I still feel her loss.  And Brian?  What the hell was he doing there?  Laughing and taunting me with his sinister smile.  Fucking IRA terrorist.  What on earth was my subconscious trying to tell me?  I already felt uncomfortable when someone gave me more than a passing glance, and the slightest trace of an Irish accent sent shivers racing through my spine.  Unless something had happened to sour their partnership, I was quite sure Brian had nothing to do with Michelle’s murder.  My own fear and anxiety placed him in my nightmare.  The threats, the beatings, the promises of death, all tend to make a person a little skeptical and on edge.  I didn’t want to feel that way, I wanted to be strong and resilient, but scars only ever fade, they never go away.

Los Angeles was going to be the start of something new, something better.  Just yesterday, I was in England, living a life stilted and weighed down by past transgressions.  The “involuntary” relationship with British Intelligence left me battered, bruised, and constantly looking over my shoulder.  I was only supposed to help them find out about the drugs, they never mentioned anything about getting involved with members of the terrorist IRA, Baader Meinhoff Gang, and the Action Directe.  That was all a huge and not so welcome surprise.  Fucking bastards.  I almost had as much hate for them as I did for the terrorists.  But I’d made a vow on the plane that things were going to change.  The days of shifting blame and depending on others for my own well-being were over.  Never again would I allow someone else to control my life.  In America, my name meant nothing – and that’s just the way I wanted it.  Anonymity would be a breath of fresh air.
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CHAPTER TWO
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I folded up the thick worn newspaper and set it on the tempered glass table in front of me, my brain too scrambled to read.  The sun pounded on the back of my head, intensifying my already staggering headache.  But it was a glorious morning in California, and I was relishing sipping my morning coffee on the outdoor patio of the world-famous Polo Lounge Restaurant in Beverly Hills.  It was definitely a change from the drab and dreary rain of England.  Taking another sip of coffee, I let my eyes wander.  

With its peachy pink colours, The Polo Lounge had a magnificent ‘Old Hollywood’ type of feeling.  Movie stars since the beginning of movies, have graced its tables, drank at its bar, swam in its pool, and made deals that turned bit actors into superstars.  Hollywood history hung in the air like a thick, mysterious mist, encompassing visitors with its grandeur and elegance.  

I tilted the china mug and let the last few drops of coffee find their way down my whiskey burnt throat.  Trying to rid my body from the shakes, I thought maybe the coffee would somehow help.  It didn’t; nor did the buttery French croissant, its richness clashing with the wild spirits churning in my gut.  My body craved something a little stronger than cocoa beans.  I motioned for the waiter hovering in the background.

“Excuse me.  Bloody Mary, heavy on the vodka?”

“Right away sir.”  I eased back into the chair, my body stiff and sore from the long flight the day before.  The green and white cushions fit perfectly into the nooks and crannies of my back.  The young, slim man wearing a Beverly Hills Hotel badge set the drink on the table beside the chair, then discreetly disappeared.  I took a large gulp of the Bloody Mary, the vodka kicking the back of my throat, overpowering the lingering flavour of java.

With a second gulp, my eyes caught a glimpse of a stunningly beautiful woman inside the indoor Lounge area.  Her Mediterranean cheekbones and long flowing, silky brown hair only complimented the smooth and luscious olive skin that shone as if the Gods blessed her.  I marvelled at the length of her legs and the curve of her hips as she leaned over the bar to talk to the blond haired man serving up the drinks.  The bartender lifted his muscular arm, pointing to a table across the room.  As she turned, she noticed me watching her, and flashed a little smile, showing just a glimpse of her brilliant white teeth, her eyes twinkling against the lights of the chandeliers.  Before I had the chance to smile back, the woman was gone.

Snickering, I picked up the newspaper, found a lounge chair by the pool, and stripped off my shirt, tossing it on the side table.  The warm California sun felt good on my bare English skin.  Digging the pack of Dunhill’s from my back pocket, I lit up a cigarette, inhaling slowly and deliberately.  It was turning out to be a perfect morning and the poolside views were incredible, from the pink arches and white awnings of the hotel building, to the flawlessly placed palm trees standing guard.  The shimmering aqua blue waters of the over-sized pool proved to be perfect fodder for a man desperately needing to move forward with his life.  

Stamping out my second cigarette, I removed my dark tinted, metal framed glasses and set them on the table beside my empty drink.  A few steps landed me at the pool’s edge, and with a quick retightening of my hunter green swimming trunks, I was in the pool, my arching dive rippling the tranquility of the still water.  Years of family vacations in the south of France and other seaside resorts honed my powerful swimming stroke.  Swimming had always been a release for me, a place where I could challenge my strength against the current, and push my body to the brink of physical exhaustion.  While the climate-controlled water of this pool certainly didn’t mimic the feisty ocean, it gave me a chance to concentrate solely on my breathing, pacifying my demons - at least for the time being.  

“Need one of these?”  It was the pretty woman with the high-cheek bones.  She held out a towel.

“Why yes...thank-you,” I said hoisting myself onto the edge of the pool.  I rubbed the towel through my dark hair, then let it drape around my toned shoulders.  I couldn’t help but notice her eyes roaming up and down my water kissed body.  “Just had to cool off in the pool there.  I’m not used to it being so hot!”

The woman laughed and held out her hand.  “I’m Cassandra.” 

“John...John Coventry,” I answered taking her hand in mine.  “Can I buy you a drink?”

“I’d like that.”

I grabbed a neighbouring lounge chair and cozied it up beside mine.  “Please, have a seat.  What can I get you to drink?  I’m having a Bloody Mary.”

“A lime margarita would be great.  Thank you.”

“It’s my pleasure.”

“So where are you from?  Your accent sounds British but I just can’t figure out where in Britain.  London?  Cambridge perhaps?  You definitely have the look of an English gentleman.”

“I’m from the Liverpool area.

“Really?  You sound so much more refined than others I’ve met from Liverpool.”  

The stereotypical comment made me smile, not everyone in Liverpool worked on the docks.  The only thing Liverpool was famous for was the docks and the Beatles, and they left the city as fast as they could for the wealth of London and the south.  

“In any case,” she continued.  “I find your accent so intriguing.  Trust me, American women love a man with an accent!”  

“I’ve heard they love a man with money!”

Cassandra smirked.  “We love both.  I’m just giving you fair warning.  Once Beverly Hills hears there’s a new Englishman in town, you’re going to be swamped with offers - dates, parties, and probably even a few marriage proposals!  I’m just glad I got to you first!”

She tossed her long hair forward as she placed her hand on my knee and laughed.  I wasn’t uncomfortable with the touch, just a little unnerved by the tingling sensation drifting up my thigh.  

“So tell me about this place,” I said changing the subject.  “The world famous Polo Lounge.”

“Ah...the Polo Lounge,” said Cassandra.  “I love coming here... There always seems to be someone you know and at least five people you’re dying to meet.  Are you a big movie fan John?”

“I can’t say that I am, no.  Not that I dislike them, it’s just not something I was ever that interested in.”

“That’s a shame.  The Polo Lounge is such a great place to come and people watch, especially in the old days.  All the big Hollywood heavyweights hung out here...from Charlie Chaplin to Clark Gable to Marlene Dietrich to Bogart and Katharine Hepburn.  You name it...they’ve probably swam in that pool, had drinks at the bar and slept in the hotel.” She paused and took a sip of her drink.  “In this town, it’s all about who you know, and how much money you flaunt around.”

“I suppose I’m shit out of luck then aren’t I?”

“Why’s that?” 

“Well I only arrived yesterday, and besides the manager and a few other staff here, I haven’t met a soul!”

“You’ve met me haven’t you?”  

“Yes I guess have,” I laughed.

“I know lots of people John...people that would just love to meet you, and your wonderful British accent.  Let me show you the sites and introduce you to a few friends.”  

“That sounds like fun.”

“You’re a fun guy to be around.  In fact, I’m going out to a party tomorrow night in the Pacific Palisades.  Would you like to come?”  She grinned, “Unless of course you’re not up for a party?”

“I’d love to,” I said grinning back.  “I’m always up for a party.”

“Well I promise you won’t be disappointed,” she said flipping back a piece of hair that had fallen across her face.  Her hazel eyes glanced down at the gold studded watch dangling on the end of her wrist.  “Shit!  I’ve got to get going.  I’m supposed to meet a girlfriend down on Rodeo Drive for a manicure.  Meet me in front of the hotel around seven pm.”  

“I’ll be waiting.” I stood politely as Cassandra rose from her chair.

She noticed the gesture and a sassy grin appeared from the corner of her mouth.  “I’m so glad I met you today John.  I think we’re going to be fast friends.”  She bent in and placed a slight kiss on my cheek, her lips moving close to my ear.  “Just remember, I saw you first!”  She kissed me again, then sashayed across the pool deck and into the main building.

I let my brown eyes trail her shapely behind as she walked away.  I really couldn’t believe my luck.  I hadn’t been stateside for more than a day and already I’d met a beautiful woman, and tomorrow was off to a party in the exclusive Pacific Palisades.  Definitely a far cry from the life I was living back in Britain.  I had come to America for a new start – to put the events of the past where they belonged – in the past.  For the first time in a long time, I felt comfortable.  I could be myself and go about my business without fear of judgment or ridicule.  I had no expectations of a relationship with Cassandra, or even sex for that matter, I was just glad I’d met someone who saw me as me, and not someone with a shamed existence.  Changing the past wasn’t an option, but I also didn’t have to let it control my future.  Things would be fine, if only I could stop the nightmares from appearing every time I closed my eyes.  

“So who exactly is throwing this party?” I said pushing back my wind swept hair as the sleek white convertible flew down Sunset Boulevard heading toward the coast.  Cassandra had picked me up exactly as promised, at seven pm in front of the Beverly Hills Hotel, looking more beautiful than the day before, her flowered mini-sundress barely covering the upper portion of her thigh.  

“Barbara Saberton.  I’ve known her for years,” she answered.  “She’s a big Hollywood socialite who always throws the best and most distinguished parties.  Tonight you’ll meet your fair share of movie stars as well as some major movers and shakers.  Be on your toes John.  In this town, opportunity exists with every glass of champagne.”

“And which category do you fall into Cassandra?  Movie star or mover and shaker?”

A devious smile arose from her lips.  “Well by trade I’m an actress, some television and a few feature films, but I’ve also been known to do a little moving and shaking.”

I liked this woman.  She seemed flirty, fun, and not at all pretentious; a breath of fresh air.  Just before Sunset Boulevard meets the Pacific Ocean, she turned up a steep road that led into the hills.  House after house sprawled across the different painted lush green lawns, monuments to money and fame.  Growing up in England, I was used to seeing the wealth and opulence of old country estates and historical Royal residences, but I had to admit, I was impressed at this American scene, even though it appeared so over the top.  Unlike England, this was a different sort of wealth, more of a flashy wealth, where it seemed every house tried to outdo its neighbour in size and grandeur.  Subtlety was not on display.  The smell of new money was as thick as an early morning ocean fog.  Most people here were not born into wealth and power; they created it, and with that creation came an egotistical sense of entitlement.  

Cassandra pulled the convertible through an open set of huge cast iron gates that stretched half way up to the sky, stopping behind a long white stretch limousine.  Like magic, a young clean-cut man in a burgundy buttoned-up waistcoat appeared at the side of car.

“Mrs. Saberton is pleased to have your presence at her gathering tonight.  May I park your car?”

We stepped out of the car and Cassandra handed the man her keys.  “Take care of my baby.”

Beautiful and elegant tiny white lights guided us through the grounds of the Saberton mansion.  The laughter and din of partygoers wafted through the air, inviting the new arrivals to come join the festivities.  It was a gorgeous, warm evening, and the sky dazzled with the brilliance of twinkling stars and the reflection of the huge flaming torches lighting up the garden area.  Waiters in smart red jackets were serving wine and canapés, while dozens of croaking frogs sang their approval from the nearby pond.

“Would you look at that,” I said admiring the ocean view from the garden.  “It’s fantastic...I think I could be quite happy in a place like this!”

“It’s something isn’t it?” said Cassandra taking my hand and skilfully manoeuvring her way through the guests.  “C’mon...I want to introduce you to Barbara.”

Barbara Saberton was an elegant looking woman of about sixty years of age, with blond hair, a pale complexion and a self-assured smile.  Her perfect make-up highlighted the expensive skill of a plastic surgeon’s delicate knife.  Dressed in a posh long blue gown with embroidered gold embellishments, and diamond studded gold shoes, Saberton was the epitome of Beverly Hills beauty.  A sleek black Doberman darted around her feet.  

“Down Max,” commanded Barbara in a strong accent.  I wasn’t quite able to distinguish whether the accent was Swedish or German.  The dog snarled and sat back down, never taking his sinister eyes off mine.

“Cassandra, how lovely to see you,” said Barbara leaning forward to embrace her.

“Lovely to see you as well Barbara.  You’re looking ravishing as always tonight.”  Cassandra turned toward me.  “This is John Coventry, my new friend from England.  He just arrived in the States a few days ago.  I hope you don’t mind I brought him along.”

“My God of course not,” said Barbara holding out a hand weighted down by several huge diamond rings.  “You can bring whomever you like to my parties, especially when they’re as cute as him.  I love an accent!” 

Blushing, I gently took her hand in mine.  “Thank you Mrs. Saberton.  It’s a pleasure to meet you.  I must say you have quite a lovely garden...and the view is incredible.”

“Thank you dear.  Please make yourself comfortable and have a wonderful time.”  She cordially let her hand slip away and turned to Cassandra.  “This one is a keeper dear!  But we’ll talk about it later.  I hear someone calling my name.  That Jacobs fellow has probably found his way into the pool again...fully clothed.  I’m not sure why he’s still on my guest list,” she laughed.

“Because he’s fabulously rich?” answered Cassandra.

“You know me too well young lady.”  She laughed, then floated regally across the floor, offering her hand and a few cheek kisses to the passerby’s as she melted into the crowd of diamonds, designer dresses and Armani suits.

“She’s something else isn’t she?” said Cassandra handing me a glass of champagne.

“Yes she is,” I said taking a sip.  “She certainly seems comfortable in her role as hostess.”

“It’s pretty much just another day at the office for her.  I think she lives for her parties as much as we do!”

Judging by the light-hearted ambiance of the room, I tended to agree.  Then again, this was California, where a laid-back, carefree sort of attitude was a religion.

“Oh my God,” I said gently grabbing Cassandra’s sleek arm.  “That man over there is the spitting image of that fellow from Star Trek...Patrick Stewart.”

“Really?  You think he looks like Patrick Stewart.” 

“Oh yes!  The man looks just like him!”

“Well it looks like him because it is him,” Cassandra laughed.  “Would you like to meet him?”

“Of course!  Are you kidding me?  I don’t know many movie stars but I do know him!”

Cassandra linked her arm in mine, guiding us through the maze of guests, stopping every few people to say a word of hello or give an introduction.

“I’m not sure I’m going to remember all these different names.”

“You were forewarned!” she laughed.  “I told you yesterday I was going to parade you around, and I’m not one to go back on my word.”  She gently touched the man’s arm.  “Sorry to interrupt Patrick, but there’s someone here I’d like you to meet.”

I had long been an admirer of Patrick Stewart and his work, seeing a few of his performances in the Royal Shakespeare Company out of London.  The thought of meeting him in person set off a few butterflies in my stomach.  

“Patrick, this is John Coventry.  A fellow countryman I believe.”

“Really?” said Patrick holding out his hand for a shake.  “Where abouts in England are you from?”  His wide grin instantly put me at ease.

“The Liverpool area,” I replied returning the friendly gesture.

“Brilliant.  I’m from Mirfield, West Yorkshire.  Ever heard of it.”

“I certainly have.  I used to travel to Middlesbrough quite a bit for business and passed very close to your little hamlet.”

“Middlesbrough?  What on earth kind of business did you have up there?”

I had to think quickly.  I couldn’t exactly tell Patrick Stewart I’d travelled to Middlesbrough several times to drop off some crates full of drugs, guns, and God knows what else.  

“Finance,” I stumbled.  “Dealing with foreign currencies and such.  I had a few clients up that way.”

“Oh I see...sounds quite interesting.”

“Yes quite,” I answered.  I hated having to lie, but in this case, I had no choice.  The less people knew about my past, the better.

“Well I’m very pleased to meet you John.  Hold on a second, there’s someone I want to introduce you to.”

Patrick turned to his right and caught the attention of an older gentleman, a little taller than myself with broad heavy set shoulders.  His whitish hair was combed back, revealing a distinguished forehead and bright sparkling eyes.

“John, this here is my friend Buzz Aldrin and his beautiful wife Lois.”

“I remember watching you walk on the moon when I was a youngster!” I said reaching for his outstretched hand.  “This is quite an honour Mr. Aldrin, and such a pleasure to meet you Mrs. Aldrin.”

“Please call me Buzz and my wife Lois.  Lois always says Mrs. Aldrin was my mother, isn’t that right honey?”

Lois smirked and affectionately took my hand in hers.  “Don’t listen to him!  It’s so nice to meet you John.”  

Wearing a full-length red-velvety evening dress, with diamond drop earrings, Lois Aldrin was the perfection of charm, and I spent better part of an hour chatting away to the “moon-man” and his wife.  I was glad Cassandra invited me to the party.  Already I’d met some great people, exchanged a few phone numbers and had many promises of future engagements, including a dinner engagement with the Aldrin’s next week.  It was a good way to start my new life.  But as much as I wanted to be open and honest with everyone, I was always on guard, never wanting to say too much or give any indication that I had anything to hide.  We all have secrets in our lives, some more explosive than others, and there was no way in hell I was going to jeopardize anything with a flippant slip of the tongue.  

Guests filtered into the dining area, a large stately room daintily covered with small floral patterned wallpaper.  The creamy shade perfectly accented the rich cherry side serving tables and floor to ceiling buffet.  No expense spared, the three-rung crystal chandelier glistened like a full moon, spraying the ceiling with starlit twinkles, and spotlighting the enormous spread of succulent seafood laid out on the pristine white table cloth below.  Piles of oysters, shrimp, crab, and muscles were all colourfully nestled on a bed of crushed ice, surrounding the most exquisitely detailed ice sculpture of a fish, complete with water spouting from its partly opened mouth.  The scene was a pure Picasso to my taste buds.  Taking a cue from the other patrons, I stacked my plate high with goodies, and then joined Cassandra at a table on the terrace.

“This is one of the most incredible displays of seafood I’ve ever seen,” I said sucking back an oyster.  “Honestly, I don’t think I’m going to be able to stop myself.”

“I know what you mean,” said a man sliding his rump into a chair across the table.  “Name is Robert King.”
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